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Artemisia Gentileschi is a talented master painter, a critical darling among feminist 
historians, and one of the most dynamic artists of the Italian Baroque era. This 
paper examines how Gentileschi’s gender, social class, and life experiences are all 
reflected in her art, using her painting Judith Beheading Holofernes as a case study. 
By broadly observing the status of women in the late 16th and early 17th century 
Italian art world, including the relationships between women, education, and social 
class, Gentileschi’s paintings are placed in historical context. Her repeated use of 
her own face in her paintings, especially in heroic roles such as Judith, is analyzed 
from two major angles. First, as a means of overcoming her trauma as a rape 
survivor. Second, as a deliberate imitation of her male contemporaries and their 
self-commemorating artwork. 
 
 
 
One cannot overestimate the cultural legacy of the Renaissance. In Europe, the 
centuries from approximately 1450-1650 saw an eruption of the arts in every form 
in practice at the time. The era was fueled by a spread of humanist philosophy and 
a resurgence of interest in classical Greco-Roman painting, sculpture, and writing. 
Alongside these changes in culture, an increasingly wealthy merchant class 
developed a desire to commission and fund artists. They contributed to a wealth of 
visual media, music, architecture, and many other forms of artwork.  
 
Though the best remembered figures of the era remain predominantly male, the 
Renaissance produced a number of intriguing, talented, and enduring women. 
Using the late Renaissance to early Baroque painter Artemisia Gentileschi (1593-
1656) as a case study, this paper examines how the rise of humanism and the 
flourishing of arts and culture affected women through a number of factors and 
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variables. These include women’s social class, access to education, and their 
affiliations with male artists, which often granted women access to the arts and 
allowed their work to survive until the present day. Although women all over 
Europe were affected by the cultural eruption of the Renaissance, this paper focuses 
on the status of women in Italy, where the Renaissance first took hold and arguably 
reached its peak.  
 
Before examining Gentileschi’s life and work, it is worth briefly reviewing some 
of the general cultural and sociological changes that took place during the 
Renaissance, noting how they affected women. The rise of humanist philosophy 
and its replacement of Medieval scholastic thinking began as early as the 12th 
century, but it swept Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries.1 Followers of humanism 
“believed they were reviving the glory of the classical age,”2 casting aside the 
authority of the church as the sole source of intellectual matter. During the Middle 
Ages, universities were founded and funded by Christian authorities, essentially 
giving the church a monopoly on higher education. Renaissance artists and thinkers 
attempted to cast off the influence of the church by infusing their work with a more 
individualistic viewpoint, seeing people as capable of great beauty and heroism, 
with less of a focus on being tainted by sin.3 They rejected ascetic ways of looking 
at the world, wanting to actively engage with material reality rather than distance 
themselves from it. This way of thinking rejected the need for the clergy to teach 
and interpret ancient texts, opening up new possibilities for education for men and 
women alike. However, while humanist thought theoretically favoured education 
for all, as with any point in history, one’s social class in the Renaissance ultimately 
affected one’s access to academic learning and artistic training. This is especially 
true when it comes to women.  
 
As education became a valuable asset for wives, more and more middle-class girls 
became literate.4 However, most of these girls were only educated to a certain 
extent and were expected to choose marriage over learning. They were only taught 
the basics of a few subjects, and their education was expected to grind to a halt after 
they were married. Despite the move towards a more secular society that slowly 
began in the mid-Renaissance, a significant number of female humanists chose to 
enter convents rather than marry in order to further their educations.5 A woman’s 
social class directly impacted both her access to education and her access to art. 
Women from many noble Italian families such as the Medicis, Sforzas, and Estes 
                                                 
1Merriman, History of Modern Europe, 56-57. 
2Merriman, 57.  
3Merriman, 59.  
4Chadwick, Women, Art, and Society, 68. 
5Chadwick, 71.  
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became patronesses and muses for artists.6 If a woman were to pursue a career in 
the arts, family connections were crucial. Most of the female painters whose work 
survives to this day were relatively upper-class or descended from artistic families.  
 
Artemisia Gentileschi is a prime example of such a woman. Born in Rome in 1593, 
her familial ties granted her access to painting; her father, Orazio Gentileschi, was 
a follower, friend and sometimes artistic rival of renowned painter Caravaggio.7 
These ties allowed her to become the first woman admitted to the Accademia de 
Disegno - the Academy of Design in Florence - and to take commissions from 
artists all over Italy and as far away as London.8 In fact, it is worth comparing 
Gentileschi’s work to Caravaggio’s; they were drawn to similar subjects and 
maintained similar approaches to composition and contrasting light and shadow in 
their painting. However, as can be seen below with two paintings of the Bible story 
of Judith and Holofernes, they handled their subject matter in radically different 
ways.  
 
It was common practice for Renaissance painters to depict Biblical subjects, but 
Gentileschi infused her work with a uniquely autobiographical element. Her Judith 
Beheading Holofernes is one of five of Gentileschi’s surviving portraits of the 
heroine, many of which depict her own face in the Biblical queen’s role 
(figure 1).9 It is easy to understand why the story of Judith, who killed the Assyrian 
tyrant Holofernes by slipping into his tent at night, getting him drunk, and cutting 
his head off, resonated with Gentileschi. Her art teacher, established painter 
Agostino Tassi, raped her in 1612, and a long, brutal court trial initiated by her 
father ensued.10 Gentileschi endured torture by thumbscrews to prove her 
innocence, and although Tassi was found guilty, a rare victory for the time, he only 
served less than nine months in prison for his crime.11  
 
When analyzing Gentileschi’s works, it is crucial to remember this portion of her 
past. Her choices of subject matter were not considered out of the ordinary, but the 
way she portrays them is infused with an intensity and rawness lacking in many of 
her contemporaries’ works. For example, Caravaggio’s Judith Beheading 
Holofernes features a young, innocent-looking Judith, meekly holding out her 
weapon and shying away from the dying Holofernes with an expression of 
nervousness and disgust (figure 2). She grips her sword at an awkward angle, 
seemingly unsure of how to proceed with the blood shedding.  
 
                                                 
6Merriman, 62.  
7Chadwick, 100.  
8Davies et al., Janson’s Basic History of Western Art, 391. 
9Davies et al., 392.  
10Garrard, Artemisia Gentileschi: The Image of the Female Hero in Italian Baroque Art, 403-404. 
11Garrard, 405.  
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Compare this to the square-jawed determination with which Gentileschi’s Judith 
kills her tyrant. Her whole body is involved in the action, one hand gripping 
Holofernes’ hair while the other hacks away at his neck. While Caravaggio’s 
Judith also holds Holofernes by the hair, she seems to be merely keeping his head 
in place, while Gentileschi’s Judith uses the tyrant’s hair to keep him pinned to the 
bed, preventing him from rising. Gentileschi does not shy away from the violent 
nature of the scene; Holofernes thrashes about, trying to push Judith’s maidservant 
away as she holds him down. His blood gushes forth graphically, spurting onto the 
sheets and onto Judith’s dress. Additionally, Caravaggio depicts Judith’s maid as 
an elderly woman, passively standing by while the killing takes place. Gentileschi’s 
maid is an active accomplice, pinning Holofernes while Judith hacks away with her 
sword, setting her entire body in action. Both women have their sleeves rolled up, 
and both occupy a space in the painting between light and darkness, their faces grim 
and determined. Caravaggio’s Judith is bathed in light and her maid remains 
confined to the shadows. Clearly Gentileschi’s two women are working together to 
bring down the tyrant.  
 
Given that Caravaggio painted his Judith about a generation before Gentileschi 
began to work on hers, it is entirely likely that she was inspired by his style and 
composition. However, she also infused her painting with a deeply personal feel, 
one that has given her art such an enduring quality and has made her the subject of 
fascination among feminist art historians.12 It is easy to imagine her placing herself 
as Judith and her rapist as Holofernes, using her painting as an act of revenge, or as 
a sort of coping mechanism (to impose a modern term on a 17th century woman). 
While these are both valid analyses of her work, they are not the only 
autobiographical features at play. By illustrating herself as a Biblical heroine, 
Gentileschi is inserting herself into an artistic canon, demanding respect and 
admiration from her viewers. It was common practice among male painters at the 
time to portray themselves as mythical figures; Titian, Michelangelo, and 
Caravaggio are but a few who slipped their own faces into their art.13 However, as 
Mary D. Garrard explains, Gentileschi is relatively alone among female 
Renaissance painters in doing this:  
 
For Sofonisba Anguissola, Lavinia Fontana, or Elisabetta Sirani, it appears 
to have been enough to be accepted professionally; to attempt an 
innovative artistic contribution was unnecessary, perhaps hazardous . . . 
By contrast with such women artists who tended toward both stylistic and 
expressive conservatism, Gentileschi aggressively modelled her style 
upon the most contemporary trends around her . . . with a dazzling 
virtuosity equaled by few male contemporaries.14 
                                                 
12Garrard, 4-6.  
13Garrard, 278-279.  
14Garrard, 6. 
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Thus, by adding herself to her paintings as a heroine and experimenting with the 
latest in artistic style, Gentileschi was deliberately attempting to frame herself as 
someone to be remembered.  
 
Unlike many portrayals of women in Renaissance art, who serve as “muses,” 
objects for their male painters and viewers, Gentileschi’s women are subjects: fully 
realized characters with feeling and agency. As always when noting who had access 
to education and the ability to make art, the factor of class and proximity to 
established artists is one that must always be remembered. But Gentileschi was 
using her skills and the luck granted to her by her upbringing and social standing 
deliberately. This was a woman doing everything in her power to gain as much 
respect as an artist as the men around her. For her skills, her story of survival, and 
her sheer nerve working as a woman in a male-dominated world, she deserves to 
be remembered.  
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Figure 1: Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith Beheading Holofernes, 1620 
Oil on canvas, 146.5 x 108 cm 
The Uffizi, Florence 
https://www.uffizi.it/en/artworks/judith-beheading-holofernes 
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Figure 2: Caravaggio, Judith Beheading Holofernes, 1599 
Oil on canvas, 145 x 195 cm 
Barberini Corsini Gallerie Nazionalie, Rome 
https://www.barberinicorsini.org/en/opera/judith-beheading-holofernes/ 
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